



Shehascloudy blue eyes that I'm sure were once clear.Thewhites of those
cloudy eyes have turned yellow. They remind me of letters that you store
away and the next time you look at them, they're yellow with age.The letters
though, like her eyes, can always be read.
She has to put drops in her eyes to keep the pressure from going up. At
least she ca~ght the glaucoma in time. She has drops for the pressure in her
eyes and pills for the pressure in her veins.
Her skin is old. "I can't stay out long in the sun," she says.But shestruggles
to mow her acre of property in weather that would make a lizard pant. "I get
those ugly brown spots that you can't do nothin' about. They sell that junk,but
it don't work. I've tried it before."
Shegets the brown spots on her hands, too. Her hands are blue and boney,
and the veins in them bulge. I think how thin her skin must be.
But no, her skin is thick. She holds on tightly to so many of the things that
are usually let go of because time loosens our grasp. She isananachronism in
habit but a pioneer. She is a widow. She lost her husband in the second big
war. Hewas a tank driver who ran over amine. All that she hasleft of him area
smashed ring, a few letters, some photos and one son. When she showed
me the photos and the printed box of letters with a frayed blue ribbon around
it, I felt like I was being initiated into a secret society. I treated the moment
with great reverence and handled the pictures as if they were the shroud.
"This is Jeffrey's grandpa," she said. "He was killed in the war. He died for me
and you, you know."
She told me to look at the letters. I couldn't, I told her, because they were
too personal. "I don't care, honey. Go ahead and 100k."1felt wicked, but like
Dr. Faustus I wanted to know all there was to know - at least about him. I
pulled slowly on the frayed blue ribbon, taking great care not to weaken what
remained of it. I felt as if Iwere defusing a bomb. Igrasped the lid and eased it
off. In the box were about twenty letters. They were brittle, like old bones,
and yellow, but I could still read them.
Was it so wrong to want to know this man who died for me? I justified
reading the letters by telling myself that knowing him better would make his
death more important. I thought then that this man couldn't have died for
me. He was a stranger.
I greedily read the letters - every one of them. He seemed typical, an all-
American GI. He wanted to know everything about home, how his son was
doing especially. He talked about the war with no fear. He was very matter-
of-fact. I guessed that that's how they all were. I had visions of Eisenhower.
I didn't have to read past the first letter. It seemed to me that they allwere
the same. I found myself getting angry as I read. It was one of those encom-
passing angers that affects everything you do. I was mad, so mad at this
haughty man who thought he could leave a young wife and child behind
while he pursued delusions of grandeur.
The anger kept building as I read through the letters. By the time Igot to the
last one, I was shaking. This hero was by now to me a boy scout after another
merit badge.
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The last letter was the only one still in an envelope. It had no address or
stamp. I could tell that it was once sealed, but time opened the letter for me. I
found in that envelope the one and only thing to heighten my anger. It was a
telegram from the army. I saw the first seven words, "Mrs. Jenkins,we regret
to inform you ... " A maelstrom of emotions converged in my stomach and
rose to my throat. I wondered if he would have been proud of himself if he
had seen her get the letter. Oh, God, who did this man think hewas? I knew at
that moment that I didn't want any part of his death. He didn't die for me. He
died for himself. I didn't want any part of this secret society.
That was before.
She tells me about those earlier days - the War Days. She worked in a
factory downtown. "I helped make the packs that our boys wore on their
backs. I'd get up at five in the morning and work 'til six at night. We'd have an
hour for dinner, and that was all." I askher how she did it. "Oh, you know me. I
like to work. I didn't mind it - no, not at all. After I got off work, I'd come
home and make supper for the family." She lived in the same house that she
owns today. It was her parents' house. She was the youngest of seven
children .. Yes, I'd come home and cook for Daddy and my brothers and
sisters and my son. You know - Jeffy's dad. Mother was dead by this time,
you see."
She was three months pregnant when her husband left for the war. Her
son was three years old the first and last time that his father saw him.
"Pete got to come home on furlough when Charlie was three. I'll never
forget it," she sayswith a far-away, reminiscent smile. "We were in the car _
me, Pete and Charlie - and Pete reached over to hold my hand.Well, Charlie
didn't like that one bit because he didn't know who Pete was, you see. He
thought that Petewas going to hurt me or something. Charlie just kicked and
screamed. No, he didn't like that one bit." She laughs. "Oh, shoot." She
shakes her head. I know that she feels no sorrow, and I am relieved.
She talks about raising a son alone and warns me not to spoil her grandson.
"Charlie helped around the house when he was young. He'd clean, oh, sure.
He'd even cook. He don't do that anymore because Jeffy's mom spoiled
him." I assure her that I won't ruin the next generation.
"Yea,Charliewas agood boy. So helpful. He was always good with people.
I remember, though, when hewas kind of young - about seven or so - that
was about the only time I remember him havin' any trouble with other
people." I watch her cloudy eyes become stormy. "It seems that because
nobody ever saw Charlie's dad around and because Charlie never said any-
thing about his dad, kids in school were starting to wonder about me. You
know, what kind of woman Iwas and things. They were thinking that Charlie
never even had adad. Well, Charlie finally told me about this. I'll tell you What,
when I heard that, Iwas so damn mad, pardon my language, that Iwent right
down to that school. I went to that teacher and got some facts straight. Well,
the next day, Charlie came home from school real proud. He told me that the
teacher gave a talk about how some kids don't have dads because they died
in the war. He told me that the teacher told those kids that these dads died
for them, too. They died for everybody's freedom. The teacher never
mentioned Charlie's name, but those kids knew whose dad she was talking
about. He never had any trouble after that."
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She is such a proud woman, especially of her family. They are anextension
of her husband. I am told by her daughter-in-law about the time that her son
went into the Reserves. He didn't tell his mother right away. When he finally
did tell her, she responded coldly - coldly but proudly. All was well until he
came home with pictures of himself in uniform. He laid the pictures in front of
her. She opened the first one and immediately slammed it shut. She didn't
look at the others. It wasn't until years later that she gave her reasons. She
says, "I saw that picture of Charlie all dressed up in uniform. He looked just
like Pete in those pictures."
That was the first time that I ever heard of her showing any remorse. Iwas
surprised, and in a strange but not sadistic way, I felt gladdened. I had always
wondered until that point if she had felt a loss, or if pride was all she needed.
I was relieved that she felt a little of what I did. There were times that I found
myself almost angered and very frustrated over her acceptance of hisdeath.
How could she not hate someone or something for taking her husband
away? Always, always pride was her salvation. At that point, I realized adepth
in their relationship that I had never realized before.
I think about the letters. It wasn't all that long ago that she had me read
them. I know now, though, that I didn't need them. All I had to do was be
patient. She hasmade the stranger in him lessobscure. Through knowing her,
I know a part of him. This man went to war to protect a family and a country
that he truly loved, and by loving awoman like her, he shows me how proud
he must have been. I know this man who died for me better than I know my
own grandfather.
I wonder about my grandfather. I wonder if she would have liked my
grandfather. I wonder if I would have liked my grandfather. I like him now
because I am proud. There is no one to tell me about why he died. There are
no letters, no pictures. I know, though, that hewas not proud. Theonly thing I
know about him is that he used to come home at night crying. He hated the
war that he was fighting, but he had no choice. My grandmother holds none
of that irrepressible pride for him that I think he deserves. I take her place.My
gandmother told my grandfather that he was crazy. Shesaid that there was
no way that her country could do such things.
I still love my grandfather. He was brave, but not brave enough. They tell
me that he could have been killed for what he was telling my grandmother.
Perhaps if I knew him better, I wouldn't love him asmuch. Perhaps if I knew
him better, I would love him even more. I will never know him, though,
because there is a stigma about him that is forbidden.
But still, I am proud. I am proud that he cried. I am proud that he risked his
life, not so much with weapons, but with words. This is all I have. I have no
pride in his military deeds, nor do I have pride in her husband's military
deeds. She does, and that is part of our difference.
She can proclaim his greatness, for it isa national pride. Imust measure my
words and suppress the desire to say my grandfather was great, too,
because one facet of his life, a facet of which he was not proud, renders him
evil to so many. This, I cannot explain. This one small part of his life that he
hated makes him hated.
Would she still feel the same about me if she knew about my grandfather?
After all, he died for me in the war, too. I know that shewouldn't feel the same
because my grandfather didn't die a heroic death, or even a death caused by
weaponry. My grandfather died even after the war, at least the second big
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weaponry. My grandfather died even after the war, at least the second big
war. My grandfather died after hewas released from aconcentration camp,
in awar that only he knew about, awar with himself. I am more proud of his
death than Iam of her husband's becausefor my grandfather, I do not have to
feel any guilt.
But yet, he is a stranger to me. He is another stranger who died for me in
the war.
How many strangers have died for me? Too many, I think, and I would
prefer that they remain anonymous. I do not want the guilt of sorneone's
death on my head.
I could be like my grandfather. I could emulate that thing about him of
which I am most proud. I could risk something in my words. I could tell her
about my grandfather. I could say, '"A blue-eyed Nazi died for me," but I
don't. We both know her husband too well.




I am the vegetable fur
of the earth;
I am abused.
My life is cut short.
I am crowded.
I am stifled.
I am walked upon.
And spat upon.
There is no love for me.
There is no shelter.
There'd be no warmth either
If it weren't for the sun
and the Cigarette burns.
People don't notice me.
I have no friends
Save the beasts
And the worms.
